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Some fortunes are inherited. Some are stolen. And some come with conditions that will either save you or destroy you.

Esme Hartley never wanted to be part of the Blackwood world. She spent her entire life running from the shadows her father left behind, building a legitimate business, creating a clean life far from the darkness of organized crime. But when a lawyer appears at her door with an impossible inheritance and a single, deadly condition, everything she thought she knew shatters.

Marry Dorian Blackwood within thirty days. Stay married for one year. Save his life before the clock runs out.

Or lose everything.

Dorian Blackwood is a man who lives in the gray spaces between right and wrong, between loyalty and betrayal. The heir to an empire built on blood and secrets, he's spent his life trying to atone for sins that aren't entirely his own. He doesn't want a wife. He doesn't want to be saved. And he certainly doesn't want to feel anything for the woman who's been forced into his world by a contract neither of them signed.

But someone wants him dead. And the clock is ticking.

In a world where trust is currency and betrayal is family tradition, Esme and Dorian must navigate a marriage neither wanted, chemistry neither can deny, and a conspiracy that runs deeper than either imagined. Because the real danger isn't the assassin hunting in the shadows.

It's the truths they'll uncover about the people they thought they knew.

And the feelings they never planned on having.
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Chapter 1: The Inheritance
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You have six months to marry. Or you lose everything.

Esme Hartley stared at the lawyer's mouth, watching the words come out but not quite believing them. The office was too bright, too clean, the kind of corporate sterile that made her skin itch. Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, Manhattan glittered in the afternoon sun, oblivious to the bomb that had just detonated in her life.

"I'm sorry," she said, her voice steady despite the chaos in her chest. "You're telling me my father left me twelve million dollars, a penthouse in Tribeca, and a controlling stake in Hartley Imports, but only if I marry a complete stranger within six months?"

The lawyer, a woman named Faye with severe glasses and an expression that suggested she'd seen worse, slid a document across the mahogany desk. "Not a stranger. Dorian Blackwood. Your father was quite specific."

Esme's blood went cold. "Blackwood."

"You know the name."

"Everyone knows the name." Esme stood, her chair scraping against imported tile. "My father spent the last ten years of his life trying to get away from the Blackwoods. He testified against them. He went into witness protection because of them. And now you're telling me he wanted me to marry into that family?"

Faye's expression didn't change. Professional. Unmoved. "I'm telling you what the will states. Marry Dorian Blackwood within six months, remain married for one year, or the entire estate goes to the Blackwood family trust."

"That's insane."

"That's the condition."

Esme turned to the window, her reflection ghosting over the city below. She'd spent eight years building her consulting firm from nothing, creating a life that had nothing to do with her father's past, nothing to do with the world he'd inhabited. She was legitimate. Clean. Free.

And now he was pulling her back in from beyond the grave.

"What's the catch?" she asked without turning around.

"Excuse me?"

"There's always a catch with my father. What else does the will say?"

Faye hesitated, and that pause told Esme everything she needed to know. There was more. Something worse.

"The marriage must last one full year," Faye said carefully. "During that year, you must fulfill one additional condition."

Esme turned. "Which is?"

"Save his life."

The words hung in the air like smoke.

"I'm sorry, what?"

Faye removed her glasses, cleaning them with a cloth she produced from nowhere. "The will specifies that you must, quote, 'save Dorian Blackwood's life before the year is complete.' If you fail, or if you divorce before the year ends, you forfeit everything."

"That's not a legal condition. That's a riddle."

"Your father was fond of those."

Esme's laugh came out bitter. "My father was fond of a lot of things that got people killed. Does Dorian Blackwood know about this?"

"He was informed this morning."

"And?"

"He declined to meet with me."

Of course he did. Esme pressed her palms against the window, the glass cool against her skin. Twelve million dollars. Her father's company. Everything he'd built, everything he'd stolen, everything he'd bled for, now tied to a man she'd never met and a task that made no sense.

"What happens if I refuse?" she asked quietly.

"The estate transfers to the Blackwood family trust immediately. You get nothing."

"And if I marry him but don't save his life, whatever that means?"

"Same result."

Esme closed her eyes. Her father had always been ten steps ahead, always playing games nobody else understood until it was too late. Even dead, he was moving pieces on a board only he could see.

"I need to think about it."

"You have six months to decide," Faye said. "But I'd suggest meeting him first."

"Why?"

"Because he's standing in the lobby waiting for you."

Esme spun. "What?"

"Mr. Blackwood indicated he would wait for you downstairs. He said, and I quote, 'If we're going to be forced into this circus, we might as well talk about it like adults.'"

Heat flooded Esme's chest, anger mixing with something else she didn't want to name. "He has no right—"

"He has every right. The will affects him as much as it affects you." Faye stood, gathering papers with practiced efficiency. "My advice? Go talk to him. You might be surprised."

"I don't like surprises."

"Then you're going to hate the next year."

Esme grabbed her bag, her mind already racing through scenarios, options, exits. She'd built her business on reading people, on seeing three moves ahead, on never being the one caught off guard. But her father had blindsided her from the grave, and now she was walking into a conversation with a man whose family had haunted her childhood nightmares.

The elevator ride down felt like descending into cold water. Each floor brought her closer to a decision she didn't want to make, a life she'd sworn she'd never touch. The doors opened to the lobby, all marble and glass and the kind of wealth that whispered instead of shouted.

And standing by the windows, looking out at the street with his hands in his pockets, was Dorian Blackwood.

She knew it was him before he turned. Something about the way he stood, the casual confidence of a man who'd never had to prove anything to anyone, who wore power like other people wore cologne. Dark hair, expensive suit that fit too well to be off the rack, the kind of posture that came from good genetics and better training.

He turned when she approached, and Esme's breath caught despite herself.

Dangerous. That was the first word that came to mind. Not handsome, though he was. Not intimidating, though he could be. Just dangerous, in the way that fire is dangerous, in the way that smart predators are dangerous because they don't need to show their teeth to make you understand what they're capable of.

"Esme Hartley." His voice was lower than she expected, rougher. "You look like you want to punch someone."

"I do," she said. "Are you volunteering?"

His mouth curved, not quite a smile. "I like you already."

"Don't."

"Fair enough." He gestured to the street. "Walk with me?"

"Why would I do that?"

"Because we're both standing in a lobby trying to figure out if we're victims or players in whatever game your father set up, and I'd rather have this conversation where we can't be overheard."

Esme studied him, looking for the angle, the trick, the trap. But all she saw was a man who looked as frustrated as she felt, which was almost worse than finding a predator. Predators you could predict. Frustrated people did unpredictable things.

"Five minutes," she said.

"That's all I need."

They walked out into the Manhattan afternoon, the city swallowing them into its rhythm of traffic and motion and anonymous faces. Dorian didn't speak immediately, and Esme found herself stealing glances at him, trying to reconcile the man beside her with everything she knew about his family. The Blackwoods owned half the city's import businesses, the other half of its politicians, and all of its darkest secrets. They'd been investigated seventeen times and convicted never. Her father had tried to testify against them and nearly died for it.

And now she was supposed to marry this man's son.

"Your father," Dorian said finally, "was a complicated man."

"That's a generous way to put it."

"I'm feeling generous today. Tomorrow I might call him a manipulative bastard who's orchestrating our lives from beyond the grave, but today I'm trying to be diplomatic."

Despite herself, Esme felt her mouth twitch. "Why?"

"Because I don't want to marry you any more than you want to marry me, and I figure we should at least start from a place of mutual honesty."

"Honesty?" Esme stopped walking, forcing him to turn and face her. "Your family built an empire on lies."

"And your father tried to bring that empire down by lying to the FBI, the DEA, and three separate grand juries." Dorian's eyes were dark, unreadable. "So let's not pretend either of us comes from clean stock, Esme. We're both children of criminals. The only difference is my family owns it."

The words hit harder than they should have. Esme had spent years building distance from her father's choices, creating a life that had nothing to do with his, and here was this stranger tearing down that careful fiction with a single sentence.

"I'm nothing like my father," she said.

"Keep telling yourself that. Maybe one day it'll be true."

"You're an asshole."

"Yes." Dorian took a step closer, and Esme caught the scent of expensive cologne and something else, something darker. "But I'm an honest asshole, which is more than most people in our world can claim. So here's the truth: I don't know why your father put this condition in his will. I don't know what 'save my life' means. And I don't know if I can trust you. But I do know that if we don't figure this out together, we both lose everything."

"I don't care about the money."

"Liar."

Esme's jaw clenched. "Excuse me?"

"If you didn't care about the money, you wouldn't have come downstairs. You would have told Faye to burn the will and walked out. But you're here, which means some part of you is curious. Some part of you wants to know what your father was thinking. Some part of you wants to see if you can win this game he set up."

He was right, and Esme hated him for it.

"What do you want from me?" she asked.

"The same thing you want. Answers." Dorian pulled a card from his pocket, holding it out. "Meet me tomorrow. Eight PM. That address. Come alone, and we'll talk about what happens next."

Esme took the card, her fingers brushing his for just a second. The contact sent an unexpected jolt through her, quick and sharp, and from the way Dorian's eyes flickered, he felt it too.

"And if I don't show up?" she asked.

"Then you lose twelve million dollars, and I lose whatever game your father was playing. But something tells me you're not the type to walk away from a mystery."

He was right about that too.

Dorian started to walk away, then paused, looking back over his shoulder. "One more thing. Your father? He was right about my family. We are dangerous. We are criminals. But the funny thing about his will?" His smile was dark, almost sad. "It suggests he trusted me more than he trusted anyone else in the world. Maybe you should ask yourself why."

Then he was gone, disappearing into the crowd, leaving Esme standing on the sidewalk with a business card burning a hole in her palm and a thousand questions eating at her mind.

She looked down at the card. Black, expensive cardstock. No company name. Just an address in Red Hook and eight words in silver ink:

"Every fortune has a price. What's yours?"

* * *
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Esme didn't sleep that night.

She sat in her apartment, the one she'd bought with her own money, furnished with her own taste, filled with a life she'd built from nothing, and tried to figure out what the hell her father had been thinking.

Save Dorian Blackwood's life.

The condition made no sense. Her father had spent his last years in witness protection, hiding from the Blackwoods, testifying about their crimes. He'd nearly been killed three times by people who wanted him silenced. And now his will bound her to the very family he'd betrayed?

Unless.

Esme opened her laptop, fingers flying across the keyboard. She'd spent years avoiding anything connected to her father's past, but tonight she needed answers. Court documents. News articles. FBI reports that had been leaked to the press. She pulled everything she could find on the Blackwood family, on her father's testimony, on the cases that had gone nowhere despite his cooperation.

Three hours later, she sat back, her eyes burning, her coffee cold.

There were gaps. Huge, obvious gaps in her father's testimony, places where he should have known details but claimed ignorance. Dates that didn't line up. Meetings he denied attending despite documented evidence placing him there. At the time, prosecutors had assumed he was protecting himself, keeping some cards close to use later for leverage.

But what if he'd been protecting someone else?

What if he'd been protecting the Blackwoods?

Esme's phone buzzed. 3:17 AM. Unknown number.

She stared at it for three rings before answering.

"Are you awake?" Dorian's voice, rough with something that might have been exhaustion or might have been whiskey.

"That's a hell of a first question," Esme said.

"It's the only one that matters at three in the morning." She heard ice clinking, definitely whiskey. "Did you look him up? Your father, I mean. His history with my family?"

"How did you know?"

"Because I did the same thing. Couldn't sleep. Kept thinking about the will, about what it means, about what he knew that we don't." A pause. "Did you find the gaps?"

Esme's pulse quickened. "The testimony that doesn't add up."

"The meetings he denied."

"The evidence that went missing."

"Yeah." Dorian's exhale crackled through the speaker. "I think your father was playing both sides, Esme. I think he was working with my family while pretending to work against them. And I think someone found out."

The words settled over her like snow, cold and suffocating.

"Why are you telling me this?" she asked.

"Because if I'm right, then the condition in the will makes perfect sense. Save my life. Someone's coming for me, Esme. Someone who knows what your father knew. And he bound you to me because he thought you were the only person who could figure out who it is before they succeed."

"That's insane."

"Is it? Or is it exactly the kind of complicated, manipulative, chess-playing bullshit our fathers excelled at?"

Our fathers. As if they were a team. As if they were already in this together.

"I don't even know you," Esme said.

"You will. If we do this, you'll know me better than anyone. That's what marriage is, isn't it? Intimate knowledge of another person's worst qualities?"

"That's a depressing view of marriage."

"I'm a realist." More ice clinking. "Eight PM tomorrow. Will you be there?"

Esme looked at her laptop screen, at the gaps in her father's testimony, at the pattern of protection that wound through every document. He'd been playing a game so complex that even dead, the pieces were still moving.

And he'd left her the final play.

"I'll be there," she said.

"Good. Don't bring anyone. Don't tell anyone where you're going. And Esme?"

"Yeah?"

"Thank you for answering. Not a lot of people pick up for unknown numbers at three in the morning."

"Not a lot of people call strangers at three in the morning."

"We're not strangers anymore." His voice softened, just slightly. "We're accomplices. There's a difference."

He hung up before she could respond.

Esme sat in her dark apartment, phone pressed to her chest, and wondered if she'd just agreed to save a man's life or signed her own death warrant.

Probably both.
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Chapter 2: Red Hook Rules
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The address led to a warehouse in Red Hook that looked like it had seen better decades.

Esme pulled up at 7:58 PM, two minutes early because she refused to give Dorian Blackwood the satisfaction of making her late. The building squatted at the edge of the waterfront, all rust and graffiti and windows that had been bricked over sometime during the Reagan administration. Not exactly the kind of place she'd expected for a billionaire's secret meeting.

Which meant it was exactly the kind of place a smart criminal would choose.

She checked her phone one last time. No messages. No missed calls. Nobody knew she was here, just like Dorian had asked. Stupid, probably. Her business partner would kill her if she knew Esme was meeting a Blackwood alone in an abandoned warehouse district. But something about last night's phone call had shifted things. The conversation at 3 AM had felt real in a way their first meeting hadn't. Raw. Unguarded.

Dangerous in a completely different way than she'd expected.

Esme got out of the car, her heels loud against broken asphalt. The door to the warehouse was steel, industrial, the kind that looked like it wouldn't open for anything less than a battering ram. She knocked anyway.

It swung open immediately.

Dorian stood in the doorway, and Esme's breath caught despite her best efforts. He'd traded the expensive suit for jeans and a black henley that did absolutely unfair things to his shoulders. His hair was slightly messed, like he'd been running his hands through it. He looked tired. Human. Still dangerous, but in a way that made her want to step closer instead of back away.

Bad sign.

"You came," he said.

"You doubted?"

"I always doubt. It keeps me alive." He stepped back, gesturing her inside. "Welcome to the one place in New York City where the Blackwood name means nothing."

Esme walked past him into a space that made her reassess everything. The outside was deliberately deceptive. Inside, the warehouse had been converted into something between a loft and a fortress. Exposed brick, industrial lighting, furniture that managed to be both minimal and expensive. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the water, and she could see the Statue of Liberty in the distance, lit against the dark sky.

"This is yours?" she asked.

"This is mine. Not the family's. Not the business's. Mine." Dorian closed the door, three separate locks clicking into place. "Nobody knows about this place except my lawyer and now you. Which makes you either very privileged or very screwed, depending on how tonight goes."

"Comforting."

"I'm not here to comfort you, Esme. I'm here to figure out if we can work together without killing each other."

He moved to the kitchen, an open space with industrial appliances and a wine fridge that probably cost more than her car. She watched him pour two glasses of red, his movements efficient, practiced. When he held one out to her, she took it, their fingers brushing again. That same jolt of electricity, sharp and unwelcome.

"To unlikely partnerships," Dorian said, raising his glass.

"To survival," Esme countered.

They drank, and the wine was perfect, which annoyed her. Everything about him annoyed her, from his casual confidence to his stupid warehouse to the way he looked at her like he could see past every wall she'd spent years building.

"So," she said, setting down her glass. "You think someone's trying to kill you."

"I don't think it. I know it." Dorian pulled a folder from the kitchen counter, sliding it across to her. "Three accidents in the last six months. Car brakes failed on the FDR. Gas leak in my apartment building that somehow only affected my unit. And two weeks ago, someone took a shot at me in the financial district."

Esme flipped through the folder. Police reports, incident reports, photographs of a car crash that should have been fatal. Her stomach turned.

"Why aren't you dead?" she asked bluntly.

"Luck. Paranoia. Good reflexes." He leaned against the counter, watching her read. "And the fact that whoever's doing this is either incompetent or toying with me. I haven't figured out which yet."

"Have you told your family?"

"My family thinks I'm paranoid. They think I'm seeing threats that don't exist because I'm too much like my father, and he saw conspiracies in everything." Dorian's jaw tightened. "Maybe they're right. Maybe I'm losing my mind. But then your father's will showed up with that condition, and suddenly everything clicked into place."

Esme looked up from the reports. "You think my father knew about this."

"I think your father arranged it."

The words hit like a slap. "What?"

"Think about it, Esme. A will that specifically requires you to save my life, written three months before the first accident? That's not coincidence. That's preparation. Your father knew someone was coming for me, and he set you up as my fail-safe."

"That's insane. Why would he do that?"

"Because he owed my family something. Or he owed me something. Or he knew something that made him believe I was worth saving." Dorian set down his glass, his eyes dark and intense. "Or because he loved you enough to give you an impossible task that would keep you too busy to ask the right questions about him."

The last option felt like a punch to the gut because it sounded exactly like something her father would do. Manipulate her into a situation where she'd be forced to focus on saving someone else instead of examining his own sins.

"I need more wine," Esme said.

Dorian poured, his hand steady. "I know this is a lot."

"A lot? You just suggested my father may have orchestrated a assassination plot against you to give me a mystery to solve so I wouldn't dig into his past. That's not a lot. That's completely unhinged."

"Welcome to my world."

"I didn't ask to be in your world."

"Neither did I. But here we are, drinking expensive wine in my secret warehouse, trying to figure out if we should get married or fake our deaths and run to Argentina." Dorian's mouth curved slightly. "For what it's worth, I'm voting against Argentina. Too humid."

Despite everything, Esme laughed. It came out sharp and slightly hysterical, but it was real. "You're insane."

"Probably. Does that change anything?"

"No." She drank more wine, feeling it warm her blood, loosen the knots in her shoulders. "If you're right about my father, if he did set this up, then walking away means whoever's after you succeeds. And I can't let that happen."

"Because of the money?"

"Because if my father thought saving your life was important enough to tie my entire inheritance to it, then there's something bigger happening here. Something he understood that we don't." Esme met Dorian's eyes. "And I need to know what that is."

"Even if it means marrying me?"

"Even if it means marrying you."

Dorian studied her for a long moment, and Esme felt exposed under that gaze, like he was reading things about her she didn't want him to see. Then he pushed off the counter and walked to a desk in the corner, returning with a legal document.

"Prenup," he said, dropping it on the counter between them. "I had my lawyer draw it up today. Very simple. We get married, stay married for one year, fulfill whatever the hell 'save my life' means, then divorce. Clean separation. You get your inheritance, I get whatever your father thought was worth this circus, we both walk away."

"No strings?"

"No strings. No expectations. No feelings." His voice was firm, professional. "This is a business arrangement, Esme. Nothing more."

She should have felt relieved. This was exactly what she wanted, a clear boundary, a defined exit strategy. But something about the way he said it, the careful distance in his voice, made her feel oddly hollow.

"What about living arrangements?" she asked, focusing on logistics instead of whatever complicated emotion was trying to surface.

"We'll need to live together. Appearances matter, and if we're going to convince anyone this marriage is real, we can't maintain separate residences."

"I'm not moving in here."

"I'm not asking you to. I have an apartment in Tribeca. Three bedrooms. You can have your own space."

"Your apartment or your family's apartment?"

"Mine. Bought it with money I earned, not money I inherited." He said it with an edge, like he'd had to prove that distinction before. "But we'll need to sell the story to my family, to your friends, to anyone who might be watching. Which means dinners together. Public appearances. Pretending we can tolerate each other."

"I can pretend."

"Can you?" Dorian stepped closer, and suddenly the kitchen felt smaller, the air thicker. "Because from where I'm standing, you look like you want to either stab me or kiss me, and I'm genuinely not sure which would happen first."

Esme's pulse jumped. "Neither."

"Liar."

"You don't know me well enough to call me a liar."

"I know you stayed up all night researching your father's testimony. I know you answered a call from an unknown number at three in the morning because you couldn't resist the mystery. I know you drove to a warehouse in Red Hook alone because you're either brave or stupid, and I'm betting on brave." His voice dropped lower. "And I know when I touched your hand yesterday, you felt the same thing I did."

"Which was?"

"Trouble."

The word hung between them, loaded and dangerous. Esme should step back. Should establish boundaries. Should remind him this was business, nothing more.

Instead, she stayed exactly where she was.

"If we do this," she said carefully, "we need rules."

"I'm listening."

"This is a transaction. We're partners in solving whatever game my father set up, nothing more. No expectations beyond what's in the prenup. No messy feelings. No crossing lines that can't be uncrossed."

"Agreed."

"And if at any point this becomes too complicated, we reevaluate."

"Also agreed." Dorian held out his hand. "Partners?"

Esme looked at his hand, at the deal being offered, at the year of her life she was about to sign away to a man she barely knew. Every rational part of her brain was screaming that this was a mistake.

But her father had set this in motion for a reason. And Esme had built her entire career on being smart enough to see patterns others missed, on solving problems that seemed impossible.

This was just another puzzle.

Just a more dangerous one.

She took his hand. "Partners."

The handshake lasted a beat too long. His palm was warm, calloused in unexpected places. She felt the strength in his grip, the control, the careful way he held himself back from applying too much pressure. When they finally let go, she felt the absence like a cold draft.

"When?" she asked.

"How soon can you be ready?"

"For what?"

"To get married. To move in. To start this whole charade." Dorian's expression was unreadable. "Because whoever's trying to kill me isn't going to wait for us to figure out our feelings. They're going to make another move, and when they do, I'd prefer to have you close enough to actually save my life instead of reading about my death in the New York Times."

"Romantic."

"I'm not trying to be romantic. I'm trying to stay alive."

"Give me a week," Esme said. "I need to close out some projects at work, tell my business partner something that isn't the complete truth, and mentally prepare for the fact that I'm about to marry a man I met three days ago."

"That's all you need? A week?"

"I've built a multi-million dollar consulting firm in eight years. I think I can handle rearranging my life for a fake marriage." She picked up the prenup, folding it into her purse. "But Dorian?"

"Yeah?"

"If this goes wrong, if your family comes after me or if this puts my business at risk or if I find out you're lying about any of this, I will destroy you. I don't care how powerful the Blackwood name is. I will burn your entire world down and salt the earth."

Dorian's smile was sharp, almost pleased. "There she is."

"There who is?"

"The woman your father raised. The one who knows how to fight." He raised his glass in mock salute. "I was starting to worry you'd be too nice for this. Glad to see I was wrong."

"I'm not nice. I'm strategic. There's a difference."

"I know." He drained his wine. "It's going to be a hell of a year, Esme Hartley."

"Soon to be Esme Blackwood."

"We can hyphenate if you want."

"Absolutely not. If I'm going to do this, I'm going all in. Esme Blackwood. Wife of Dorian Blackwood. Stepchild to a criminal empire." She met his eyes. "And when this year is over, I'm going back to being just Esme Hartley, and you're going to let me walk away without a fight."

"Deal."

But something in his expression said he didn't quite believe that last part. And if Esme was being honest with herself, she wasn't sure she believed it either.

Because already, after just two conversations and one 3 AM phone call, Dorian Blackwood was getting under her skin in ways that felt dangerous. Not because he was a criminal or because his family was deadly, but because he looked at her like he actually saw her. Like he understood the person she'd tried so hard to become.

And that was more terrifying than any assassination plot.

"I should go," she said, setting down her wine glass.

"Probably." But Dorian didn't move toward the door. "One more thing. The 3 AM calls."

"What about them?"

"I want to make that a thing. A rule between us." He stepped closer, and Esme fought the urge to retreat. "Once a week, minimum, one of us calls at three in the morning. Doesn't matter what we talk about. Doesn't matter if it's important or trivial. But for those few minutes, we're completely honest. No walls. No games. Just truth."

"Why?"

"Because if we're going to survive this year, we need to trust each other. And trust doesn't happen during business hours. It happens at three in the morning when you're too tired to lie and too lonely to pretend you're not scared."

The vulnerability in his voice caught her off guard. For a moment, she saw past the confident mask, past the criminal heir, to the man underneath who was just as terrified of this arrangement as she was.

"The 3 AM Question," she said softly.

"What?"

"That's what we'll call it. The 3 AM Question. One question, complete honesty, no judgment."

Dorian's expression shifted, something warm and almost gentle crossing his features. "I like that."

"Don't get used to it. I'm not usually this accommodating."

"Neither am I." He walked her to the door, unlocking the three deadbolts with practiced ease. "Next time I see you, we'll be planning a wedding."

"Next time you see me, I might have changed my mind."

"You won't."

"Confident."

"Observant." He held the door open, night air rushing in cold and sharp. "You're already in too deep, Esme. The mystery has you hooked. You won't walk away until you know how this ends."

He was right, and that terrified her more than anything else that had happened tonight.

"Goodbye, Dorian."

"Goodbye, future wife."

She walked to her car without looking back, but she felt his eyes on her the entire way. When she finally pulled out onto the street, she checked her rearview mirror and saw him still standing in the doorway, a silhouette against the warm light of his secret warehouse.

One year. She could survive one year married to Dorian Blackwood.

Couldn't she?

Her phone buzzed. New message from unknown number.

"Already counting down the days until I can call you at 3 AM again. Sleep well, Esme."

She shouldn't respond. Should maintain boundaries, keep this professional.

She texted back anyway.

"Don't get used to it, Blackwood. I'm not always this available."

Three dots appeared immediately. Then:

"Challenge accepted."

Esme smiled despite herself, pulling into traffic and heading back toward her apartment, her life, her carefully constructed world that was about to be completely upended.

And for the first time in years, she felt something other than control.

She felt alive.
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Chapter 3: The Family Business
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Esme spent the next three days doing damage control on her actual life.

Her business partner, Daphne, took the news about as well as expected, which is to say she looked at Esme like she'd announced plans to join a cult.

"You're marrying who?" Daphne leaned back in her chair, coffee forgotten, her expression somewhere between disbelief and concern. They were in their office, a renovated brownstone in Chelsea that Esme had poured her savings into five years ago. Everything about this space represented her independence. And now she was about to compromise all of it.

"Dorian Blackwood," Esme repeated, trying to sound casual about marrying into New York's most notorious crime family. "We've been seeing each other quietly for a few months. It's, uh, gotten serious."

"Serious. You. The woman who once told me commitment was for people who lacked imagination." Daphne's dark eyes were sharp, reading Esme the way she read balance sheets, looking for the numbers that didn't add up. "What's really going on?"

"Nothing. I just—"

"Don't lie to me. We've been partners for five years. I know when you're spinning a story." Daphne stood, moving to the window that looked out over their small garden. "Does this have anything to do with your father's will?"

Of course Daphne knew about the will. She knew about everything. It was why they worked so well together, why their consulting firm had grown from two women and a dream into a multi-million dollar operation. Daphne saw patterns. She saw truth beneath surface narratives.

"Maybe," Esme admitted.

"Esme."

"Okay, yes. The will has conditions. Complicated ones. And Dorian is part of those conditions."

"So this is a business arrangement."

"It's... complicated."

"That's not an answer."

Esme turned away from her partner's too-knowing gaze, looking instead at the bookshelf lined with every project they'd completed together. Corporate restructurings. Family business mediations. High-stakes negotiations that had made both their reputations. She'd built this life on being smarter than everyone else in the room, on seeing solutions nobody else could see.

But this? This felt like stepping off a cliff and hoping someone had installed a net.

"I can't tell you everything," Esme said finally. "Not because I don't trust you, but because the less you know, the safer you are."

"Safer from what? Esme, the Blackwoods are—"

"I know what they are. I've known my entire life." She met Daphne's eyes. "But I need to do this. For reasons I can't fully explain. And I need you to trust me."

Daphne was silent for a long moment, her expression cycling through concern, frustration, and finally resignation. "How long?"

"A year."

"And then?"

"And then I come back to my life. Nothing changes here. You run point on active projects, I'll work remotely as much as I can. The business doesn't suffer."

"That's not what I meant." Daphne's voice softened. "I meant what happens to you after a year of being married to a man like Dorian Blackwood? You think you can just walk away unchanged? You think his world won't leave marks?"

The question hit harder than it should have. Esme had been so focused on the immediate problem, on solving her father's puzzle and surviving the year, that she hadn't let herself think about what came after. What version of herself would exist on the other side of this arrangement.

"I'll be fine," she said, not quite believing it.

"You better be. Because if you're not, I'm going to burn that family to the ground, consequences be damned."

Despite everything, Esme smiled. "I love you too."

"Don't get sentimental on me now. Save it for the wedding." Daphne picked up her coffee, back to business. "When is it?"

"Saturday."

"This Saturday? As in four days from now Saturday?"

"We're not making a big production of it. City Hall, small ceremony, minimal witnesses."

"Let me guess. I'm one of those witnesses."

"If you'll agree to come."

"Of course I'm coming. Someone needs to make sure you're not being coerced." Daphne's expression turned fierce. "And someone needs to look Dorian Blackwood in the eye and let him know that if he hurts you, there won't be enough of him left to identify."

"That's very sweet in a terrifying sort of way."

"I contain multitudes."

* * *
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That night, Esme's phone rang at 3:07 AM.

She answered on the second ring, already knowing who it was. "You're early."

"Couldn't sleep." Dorian's voice was rough with exhaustion. "The 3 AM Question felt necessary."

"Ask away."

"Are you scared?"

The question landed soft and sharp at the same time. Esme sat up in bed, pulling her knees to her chest, alone in the dark with a man she barely knew asking questions nobody else would dare.

"Yes," she said honestly. "Are you?"

"Terrified." A pause, the sound of him moving, maybe pacing. "I've done a lot of dangerous things in my life, Esme. Taken risks that should have killed me. But this feels different. More personal. Because if this goes wrong, it's not just my life on the line. It's yours."
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